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THE "BETTER SPEECH MOVEMENT" AND THE WORLD 

OF BUSINESS 



JOHN MANTLE CLAPP 
New York University, New York City 

The response of the school world to the "Better Speech Move- 
ment" has been far more hearty and widespread than any of us 
could have expected. Everywhere teachers and school executives 
appear to have recognized the need of systematic attention to the 
national medium of intercourse. They have been glad to declare 
their own support, to encourage various forms of propaganda, and 
to increase the prominence of oral English in the school curriculum. 
There is evidence already in many places of more serious insistence 
upon careful standards of speech in all school activities. 

Speech is an infinitely complex thing. Intelligent instruction 
in speech is beset with problems of language custom, of the right 
use of the vocal apparatus, of individual and group psychology. 
That the better-speech movement may be no mere passing 
"revival" but a permanently vitalizing influence in the schools, 
is it not desirable that its leaders in each community shall keep 
in active touch with the groups specially concerned with these 
problems — the musicians and actors, the physicists and physicians, 
the psychologists and writers, and with the business community ? 
It is particularity important, I believe, that the movement for the 
right use of the mother-tongue should keep in touch with the world 
of business. 

What the teacher can gain from consulting the scientists and 
artists concerned with language and with the voice is precision 
and thoroughness of method. What he can gain from maintaining 
personal connection at some point with the world of business — 
the world of productive and commercial activity — is a truer per- 
spective of the essential aim and the profound importance of his 
own work. 

The real and lasting obstacle to the full success of the better- 
speech movement in the schools lies in the difficulty of persuading 
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boys and girls that carefulness as to language is a thing that really 
matters outside of school. The more close the teacher's relation 
to the world of ordinary business activity, its conditions, and its 
problems, the better able he is to show his students how vital is 
the bearing of command of language, and particularly of speech, 
upon practical success and failure. But his counsel must rest on 
first-hand knowledge, not on hearsay. 

The teacher who becomes personally acquainted with the 
business world will gain, first of all, a fresh realization that speech 
is primarily a thing of utility, a tool. Persons who have to deal 
with speech in a professional or technical way — the vocal artist 
and the teacher — are always in danger of growing to think of it as 
an end in itself, of becoming too much concerned with merely 
graceful or melodious speech, or with merely correct speech. The 
business man thinks of speech as a medium of transmitting thought, 
of getting his work done. He is concerned merely with the result, 
and uses the devices of speech, so far as he has command of them, 
almost automatically. It is a most wholesome thing for the 
teacher to be made to remember that this is the attitude of the 
normal adult, and that his own work with his students is going 
to be judged primarily by the degree to which it helps them to 
use their natural powers of speech on ordinary occasions, not by 
any success he may gain in teaching them to talk prettily, or even 
to talk correctly according to a standard of more or less theoretical 
rules. His experience of business life, moreover, will reveal also 
the high degree of competence in the use of speech for practical 
ends on the part of some business men. He is likely to be impressed 
with the business man's directness and vigor of statement, com- 
pared with his own more dubious and halting presentation of his 
ideas; with the adroit persuasiveness and cogency of argument in 
the talk of an expert salesman; with the quick clearness of explana- 
tion and the friendly dignity of an experienced executive handling 
a difficult situation with customers or employees. The teacher will 
benefit very definitely, as to his personal manner of using language, 
from his association with the business world. 

Nevertheless, the lasting impression he will receive is that of 
general inexpertness in the use of language on the part of most 
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of the people with whom he deals. While many business men 
talk well, most of them talk badly. They fall short of the practical 
efficiency they desire. Their speech is free from affectation, but 
it is often so careless, inexact, and unsuited to the occasion as to 
be a serious hindrance in their work. It is not that they lack ideas, 
but that they have not the easy command of the channels of expres- 
sion to say what they mean easily and fitly. They lack adequate 
control of the physical and rhetorical apparatus of language. 

There are three distinct sets of factors in speech. There is the 
choice of ideas, and their effective arrangement and shading. 
There are the customs of language relating to the choice of words 
and their grouping in sentences and larger blocks. There are the 
physical requirements as to voice, enunciation, and general bearing. 
The choice and arrangement of thought is a matter of conscious 
attention at the moment of speaking. A man who has received 
little or no schooling and has had little social experience may yet 
develop excellent command of this part of the speech activity, 
through sheer mental power. On the other hand, command of the 
resources of language and of personal expressiveness of voice and 
manner is a matter of automatic control based upon habit. 

American schools in the past have given far too little attention 
to the systematic training of students in the technique of ordinary 
conversational speech — the easy control of voice and manner, and 
the correct and ready grouping of words in idiomatic and varied 
sentences. As a result, when our young people enter life — the 
business world — whatever instruction they may have had in careful 
thinking, they have had little or no discipline in the art of transmit- 
ting their thought through the channels of language and personal 
expression. In an emergency, under the stress of strong feeling, 
they generally talk well; they say what they mean directly and 
strongly. But on ordinary occasions their faculties of utterance, 
rhetorical and physical, are sluggish; they speak clumsily and 
ineptly. 

An officer of a prominent advertising agency spoke to me, the 
other day, of the degree to which he had been handicapped by his 
own inexpertness in conversation. "I can't seem to function until 
I get really roused, till I get mad. When I get hit on the nose 
once or twice I wake up. But I've missed a lot of business because 
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I couldn't handle myself right at low speed." The teacher's 
opportunity and duty is to develop in his students the sensitive- 
ness and suppleness that will enable them to function properly at 
low speed. 

The ordinary business man has little appreciation of the part 
which the factors of language and of personal expressiveness play 
in effective speech. When the matter attracts his attention at all, 
he is likely to make a diagnosis that is far from the fact. For ex- 
ample, in the common intercourse of business a great deal depends on 
the way in which inquiries, answers, orders, and reports are phrased 
and formulated. The business man who has stopped to consider 
consciously the significance of skilful use of language is likely to 
think that it consists in the possession of a large vocabulary. He 
forgets that the "highbrow," whose ineffectiveness in practical talk 
he recognizes at once, has usually a vocabulary much larger than 
that of most business men. Numerous "get- wise-quick courses" 
have played upon this delusion, and business men who should 
know better have spent many hours in acquiring "one new word 
a day," only to find themselves as far as ever from the ready 
persuasiveness they desired. They failed to observe that the 
persuasiveness of the man whose skill they admire is not due to 
the individual words he uses but to his cunning combination of 
words into smooth and striking sentences. 

Or take the matter of expressiveness of voice. With the 
ordinary business man a "good" voice is apt to be associated in 
some way with a nature which is "easy" and unbusinesslike. The 
man with a "good" voice, he thinks, is good company at a club 
but not much use in business. The voice he admires consciously 
is the "edgy" voice, the voice with a "kick" in it. Yet the same 
man yields as readily as any other mortal to the suggestions of a 
voice that is modulated skilfully. Control of voice is actually 
one of the chief factors in " talking business," and the very man who 
belittles it will use it himself, unawares, so far as his very inadequate 
training, in youth, permits him to do so. 

The inexpertness in the control of the agencies of expression 
becomes a serious matter in the complex industrial society of today, 
when the efficient conduct of business depends on the smooth and 
speedy co-operation of multitudes of workers. In truth, the growth 
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and permanence of the movement for better speech is of far- 
reaching importance to the business world. Business men every- 
where, today, are alive to the need of reducing the enormous 
wastes of current industrial and commercial procedure. They are 
working out better methods of administrative control and develop- 
ing the new profession of management engineering. The recent 
report on The Elimination of Waste in Industry, made by a com- 
mittee of the Federated Engineering Societies representing 70,000 
American engineers, is one of the outstanding events of the year. 
Study of this report is sufficient in itself to convince any teacher 
of the profound importance of the better-speech campaign to the 
campaign for better business. 

For the greatest of all wastes in modern business is the waste 
of misapplied human effort. How large a part of that is due to 
misunderstandings, to the imperfect command of the ordinary 
medium of communication in the ordinary business or industrial 
transaction, those who know most about business will most readily 
admit. There is hardly a business concern, large or small, through- 
out the country but would gain enormously in efficient operation 
if its employees and officers, in their ordinary intercourse with 
customers and associates, in writing and particularly by word of 
mouth, could always say what they mean, accurately, briefly, and 
tactfully. 

The campaign for better speech in the schools, of course, will 
influence the business community only gradually and indirectly. 
Year by year the schools will send the business man an increasing 
number of young employees who are able to do better work in store, 
office, or shop because of better command of language for everyday 
use. In time this will be noticed by the executives. These new 
employees, moreover, as they rise in the organization, will infiltrate 
the business community with their higher standards. 

The process can be quickened somewhat through closer 
acquaintance between business men and the schools. In the 
smaller places it is often possible to interest the individual employer 
directly in the work of the schools and secure his co-operation out- 
side. In the larger places something can be done through the 
various trade associations. If the men at the top can be made to 
feel that the teacher is not attempting impossibilities, that he is 
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really acquainted with the conditions of business and has some- 
thing definite to offer, they will sometimes go a long way in practical 
co-operation. 

The point of chief importance, however, is that the teacher's 
knowledge of the business world will send him back to his own 
work with fresh realization of his own opportunity. Better speech 
in the world of adult life depends on better automatic control of 
the ways of language and the resources of personal expression. 
The one thing indispensable for that is time for the forming of 
right habits. The adult world has not the time to rectify its own 
defects, but the schools have the plastic years of childhood to 
prepare the next generation. 

Whether the teacher who wishes to further the better-speech 
movement will give much of his attention to what is called "business 
English" is a matter of local needs. He will give attention, as he 
has always done, to acquainting his students with literature. He 
will concentrate afresh upon composition, written and oral, of a 
homely and practical nature. Above all, he will not fail to exercise 
his students in reading aloud, particularly in reading aloud ordinary 
contemporary prose and transcripts of conversation, as the best 
way to develop control of personal expression. 

The teacher who knows business will beware how much stress 
he lays upon formal speech-making by his students. Public 
speaking is not a normal activity for young students, and training 
in continuous speech of any sort is likely to do more harm than good 
to those who must live in a world of conversation — there are too 
many monologue artists already. But some work in dictating 
letters and reports, with regard for directness of statement and 
expression of personality as well as for technical correctness, is 
important. Exercises in conversational narrative and in such 
interviews as are within the range of the student's experience are 
of particular value. 

The teacher who realizes clearly on the one hand the essentially 
practical function of speech and on the other hand the intimate 
relation of its three sets of factors will contribute very definitely 
to a better industrial order by his work in helping to equip the next 
generation with sensitiveness to the values of thought, language, 
and personal expression, and suppleness in control of their powers. 



